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Operations management and collaboration in agri-food supply chains
Editorial Article

This Special Issue is dedicated to the memory of our dear colleague, mentor and friend Professor Martin Mortimer, who passed away after a short illness.

The food industry is one of the largest industries in the world, partly local, partly global, sometimes manual, sometimes highly automated, including individual food producers or processors, and companies from small to multinational.  In recent years the food industry has begun to receive more attention from the academic community in the areas of operations and supply chain management. This special issue came about following key research meetings - the EURO-2018 Special Session on “Advances in Agribusiness” in Valencia, Spain, July 2018, the PRO-VE-2018 Special Session on “Cognitive Systems in Food and Agribusiness Value Chains” in Cardiff, UK, September 2018. Participants and other researchers responded to the call for papers.

An agri-food supply chain can be also considered as a complex network where a variety of actors interact to make the right decisions in order to achieve end customer requirements. These challenges span several agriculture dimensions.  Natural resources such as water, soil and nutrients are currently under stress, and weather conditions are becoming more volatile and uncertain, with adverse effects on agri-food supply chains.  It is difficult to visualise and understand the interrelations amongst constraints and challenges from every dimension, hence it is difficult to predict future behaviours in order to mitigate unexpected conditions and their effect across the agriculture chain (Hernandez et al. 2017). 

The supply chain is usually composed of actors such as large, medium and small producers who grow and trade food commodities; intermediate processors who process, manufacture and market primary and value added products; distributors such as wholesalers and retailers who market and sell the food; consumers who shop, purchase and consume food; and both government and non-government organisations who establish regulations that control the agri-food supply chain. These actors need to react efficiently to the current growing world population and dynamic market demands, complex regulations and high product variety, while maintaining high standards in food growing and production. These are the key sources of uncertainty which leads to the managerial challenges of effective and efficient operations performance in the agri-food sector. Hence, by enhancing information sharing and collaboration across agri-food supply chains a reduction in cost and waste as well as a balance between food supply and demand is expected.  In fact, collaboration among stakeholders along the agri-food supply chain is more important than ever (Hernández et al, 2014), and the right application of operations management concepts to enhance agri-food supply chain collaboration will support efficient decision-making processes for food growing and production, and help to meet end-customers’ demand specifications, minimising risks and uncertainties.

For agricultural products, successful supply chain development projects reduce not only the transaction costs but also the institutional barriers that decouple individual links in traditional distribution channels (Van Roekel et al. 2002).  But it becomes difficult to deal with such a system when structures are not clearly defined. Thus, advanced agri-food supply chain research is required, especially to provide an integrated understanding of efficient agri-food supply chain decision-making under uncertainty in terms of climate, sustainability and market. 

After a thorough review and revision process, we present seven papers selected for their relevance and quality which span a broad range of key topics.  The first three papers look at collaboration issues.  Firstly the effect of collaboration on performance is studied by Zaridis et al through a large survey around price strategy and quality strategy.  Next, Fikar and Leithner look at the effects of collaboration between local producers and offers a decision support system for logistics operations between partners.  Ghadge et al look at the barriers to sustainability in a specific sector of the food industry, focussing on artisan chees producers in the UK.  Sustainability is also the topic of the paper by Ramanathan et al which looks at the impact of collaboration on green sustainability for food supply chains, particularly partner selection and team formation.  Collaborations are affected by turbulence in the business sector.  Despoudi et al look at the turbulence factors and their impacts on food producers.  Also looking at the issues that can affect agri-food businesses is the paper by Pereira et al which explores risk mitigation strategies in food supply chains, focussing on mango producers in Brazil and concluding that the main risk mitigation strategy is collaboration.  Another important risk issue for agri-food companies is the question of food safety.  This is studied by Lu et al who identify and prioritise the key factors in managing food safety, based on a case study from Chile.
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